
Wornen of Power
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mainly because tl-re family name

x kurtd ptnp"tiy rvere carried on through

male descendants, the Ibos stil l recognized

and valued the contributions wornen made trl

the commr-rnity. They recognized the diff'er-

ences between nlen and women and the iact

that their needs were often not identical. As

such, they created tlvo di{Ierent powerful anrl

autonomous political systems that handled

the affairs of men and wornen sepirrately.

Consequently, men had their own political in-

stitutions r'vhere they manirged and discussed

issues affectins them trnd women had their

own separate and equally powerful political

institutions through which they rnanaged

their affairs.

tains in the \Vestern lvorld, but by 
"','orking

within their own women's group."'rn
The rvomen s political organization parnl-

leled that of the men. It consisted of the main

Women's Ccluncil, also known as the General

Assernbly, and different levels of lvomen's as-

scrciations, knou,n as Otu or Ogbtt, which of-

ten served as interest grouPs for their

mcmbers. Membership was on the basis of

age. rnarr iuge. or sot ' ia l  status.
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The Women's Political
Organization

The Women's Council r'vas the central gov-

erning body for the wornen' Meetings were

calledrvhenever an issue requiring genertrl or

immediate attention arose. It was mandatory

that each lineage or exteudecl famill' be rep-

resented trt every n-ieeting' As such' the

wornen of a lineage usually appointed a dele-

gate to represent thern.
The delegates rvere accornpaniecl by

other lineage women who were {ree and will-

ing to attend. "The exceptions r'vere pregnant

oinursing women because members did not

want the meeting disturbed or intermptecl by

crying babies or a \voman in labor,"" lr'rites

reseaichcr Sylvia Leith-Ross. The rneetings

were held in the village square' an empty

sptrce in the rnarketpltrce., or in a mernber"s

house, if her compound u'as large enough to

accommodilte everyonc'. It was tr grelrt honor

to hold a meeting in one's horne or com-

pound; many wealtl-ry u'omen competed for

Kaneme Okonjo, trn Ibo rvho h:rs stuclied past

and present-day Ibo societies ancl the role of

lrurt-t"rt in them, states, "We cnn label such

systems of organization 'dual sex' systems' for

within them each sex mtlnaged its own affirirs

and r,voment interests were represented at all

levels." H:rving tu'o Political institutions that

were considered equal and free ensurecl that

women could organize thernselves ancl ctrrry

out their responsibilities rvithout fear of med-

dling or opposition from the men. It alscr

rneairt that "women achieved status and

recognition not by cloing'men's work' as per-
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The Leader of the Women

such an honor, provicling food and refresh-

ments for rvomen attending the meeting'

l.l"r-r *"r" not welcome at the r'vomen s gath-

erings.

Because of these invaluarble responsibil-

ities, the Omu's qurrlifications iucluded

having good sense and good c'haracter'

pott"ititlg the abillty to.speak 
Y"ll "^persuasive 

personality and sourc' degree

of wealth.

These leadership skills rvere irnportant since

Je clicl not rule Ly issuing comrnands or mak-

ing decrees.

Her authority rested in her ability to

reach a consensus with the women of the

community on all issues and otr her skills

at negotiating with the men on issues

that aifected all rnenbers of the commu-

nitY.3r\
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The Woment Council meetings were chaired

by the leader of the women' In some cotrlmu-

,'rlai"r, she was called the Omu (tire great

-"tft"t). 
In others, she was czrlled Ogene

Nuonuo or s i rnply Ort t le is i  r lnrrnt t 'anyi  l lhe

,, ;;;;b li".l.ri ' 
LTl'"'*" t" n's leader wus o F-

;;; of att" olclest and most resPected

,r'r"rr-rt 
"tt 

of the female comrnunity"' says his-

torian Kaneme Okonjo' "The office 
l/"as 

at-

t i r i r red by meri tr  i t  was not heredltary '
-*---iit"' l"ncler's 

otber duties included per-

forming certarn comtn uni ty c'e renronies' dis-

ciolining the wornen of the cornmunity'

."tpt"t"ia,"g the female p-opulation in the

laiger ,r i l lagi  rneet inqs'  and adr is ir tg rvor.nen

in i ,nes oipcrsonal t 'onf l i t ' t  or lLrmi ly ( ' r rses'

Okonjo exPlains:

The Women Advisers
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The wornen's leader ruled the women arnd

represented their interests to the larger com-

;;";." with the advice and help of a select

gror,p'of rvomen known as Ilogo' or otu

The polit ical setup of Iraditionol lbo sttciely,

fun,lLioned aLong genrter l ines' Men and

LD(tttI?tL lntl septarote polit ica-l i.nsli l  
,ul ' ions:.

wotn?n's orgonizations paralleled lho:€: 
?J

the men orrl ,uu,o corsideretl as pou'efri l  ln.

her essatl "Recouering Igbrt Truditions"

plti losopircr l ' lkiru Nzegtou describes htttt

to address their specific concerns and needs

u, *orn"n. The counc'i ls protected yti: l :

social  and econotnic interests '  and guldeo

dre community 's development l l re dual-

sr.,nr m e t rical str-u ct u re acct-' rded i r n rnense po-

litical profile 10 women' ' The socio-polili-

cal structure required and depended on the

active participation of women in the comlnu.-

nity l i fe. Their views were deemed crit ical'

""i 
fr""""t" they were wonien' but becarrse

"iir.l*""t"r 
insight they brought loissues h1

virtue of tJreir spiritual' market and trading

a"ii"t ".a 
their matemal roles.''

'the system uorked

"The polirical cuhure of the Igbos could be

theoretically described as dual-sex Under tJris

str-ucture, women had their own- Covem-

ing Councils-lkloro-Onitsha' Nd-inyom-

Women c,f Por'ver Pfl
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A moclern lbo chief d.isplotls the

traclitional dress of tl rc u)otnen's
leader. Consid.ered.the Ontu, or

gr e at moth e r, th e'*^ o m'e n's I e a d.e r

attainerl her position through merit

rather thon hcreclity.

Ogene. These women advisers consisted of

the most prominent women in the village-

women who, like the women's leader, came

from prestigious and respected families. They

were also known for having good character

and good sense, having achieved high status

and wealth through hard work, and fbr pos-

sessing the ability to speak well and not be

easilv intimidated. As one Ibo womtrn, Ulun-

*o Odi-b,.-Nwaru, describes,

The qualifictrtiot-rs o{'both the women'.s
leader and members of her advisory board

show that traditional Ibos rank eloquence,
diligence and good sense as three of the

most significant prerequisites to social anrl

political authority and the good lif'e."

Spiritual and
Protective Leaders

Most villages regarded the Omu and rnem-

bers of her cabinet as Ndi arruuffLa (prophets

and seers). According to Ikenna Nzirniro, an

Ibo pro{'essor of sociology ancl anthropology,

pf l  f - l i "  . \monq l l re I l ro \ \ot t retr  o l  Niqel i r r



"they were said to dream of spirits who come

to thern warning of dangers and demanding

certain rituals." Consequently, the women
performed seasonal rituals aimed at driving

L..il a*ay from their villages. They preparecl

special charms to ensure the safety and well-

belng of all persons attending the market-

nlace. The charms were also meant to ensure

market expansion by attracting traders and

goods from other areas and preventing mar-

f,et disorder. "In this way, the Omu and mem-

bers of her cabinet served as spiritual and

protective leaders of the entire community"'35

Before the Cock Crowed

Whenever a special meeting was called or a

regular meeting was scheduled, it was the re-

sponsibility of the Omu or her representative

to call the women together. Very early in the

morning on the day of the meeting, before

the cock crowed to signal the beginning of a

new dav and all was quiet, the women's leader

took her Ogene o, ik*n (gong), and rvalked

through the village. She beat the gong in a

special way as she announced the time and

place of the meeting, to which everyone lis-

iened carefully. One Ibo woman explains:

Using the Ogene as a tool for communi-

cating messages was such a part of the Ibo

traditional li{'e that whenever the gong

beat, people stopped whatever they rvere

doing and paid attention' The message

preceding the gong beat could be a mat-

ier of li{'e and death for the people. So

they listened.'o

An lbo marketplace on the banks of the lliger Rir:er in Onitsha, Iligeria, bu'stles

uith actiaity. iraclltionalhl , tl'te Onut and ie, ocluisers supen:ised the female-

dominated nmrkets and uuorked to ensLtre their prosperity'
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"A Case Forbids No One"

At tlie p6-:e:tin$' thc rvclllcn's ]eader antl

h", ,,.lt'ir"r, lr'.r.rlii preserlt the topics to be

.1rr"l.,5scc1. Tlicse coulcl rntrge frorn trevn's of tl

recent threrat to the lif-e o{'the corrilnunity to

,rt.rr-rJn"., topics such us keep-ing tltel rriarkets

"l"on, 
cle,rrlirg the paths leadirrg to the rnar'-

l<ets, ancl iletelrnini;'J mlcs ot rnlrket hehav-

ior, price:s {br cclmrnotlitics, zrncl ilncs tor

itruri *,ttu violatecl the mles or failed in their

rcsponsibilities. Issues relating to rnen's vil-

i;;: t.';o"t,sibiljtics *'ere also clisc*ssecl' srrch

", 
.Iir.-.'tiug altl disciplining Yorurg lnell'

clcrrririg tbiest prlths, arld perfbnning neces-

surr  t ' t 'pai  rs to prr l r l i t ' l ' r r i l t l inqs'

cornpletely clisagrcer u'itll others' vicrvs tlr tlt-

f.,, o .l i f{"rcnt persl 'rt 'ctir-c olr. the. issrres'

"Other clelleg:rtcs, horver-er, crursiclcrecl ]t tnelr

responsibiliiv to shclut dclr'"n'n, clisr-riss' or coln-

;l;-t*rt;t .te s,,,tiehoclv rvl-iom thev clee'ecl

i ttn"t-rt. '-"tuker or 'tur icl iot," ' ' ' ;  states tristo-

,it t-t M,.rgt ret Green' Decisions re:rchecl zrt

the rneetiugs wcre by majoritv conscnsus'

Ancl because of the rcrspelct given to tlre cotln-

cil, resolutions were binding on everyont: irt

thc cotntlrunitv, rntrle arncl f'emale trlike'

The u'otiren clelegates hacl the resporlsi-

bil i tv of pirssing on the decisions to tlre

i-rn,n1"*.uto 
"u,tii,-tnt 

attend the meeting a.cl

otrn to the rncn, if the nrles affcctecl thern'

iil." nuo,t-t"n's leacler ancl her ctrbinet corrsicl-

erecl lt their clut,v to rnake everyone cornplv

,,iift ,ft" r.,,,I"s. 'iAlthough men rvere not al-

Iorved to attencl or participate in the worrerl's

clehberati ons, thev 
^rurely 

"""t 
<pestion ed thc:

clecisions retrched br- the \\'olllen"' strrtes an-

ih.rp, . l l . ,g i r t  Sr lv iu L ' ' i t l r -Ross Tlr is rr r r r r  l r ' '

f * r t i t  , l r r"  t t - r  t i r t '  f i r t ' t  thrr t  f l rer  t r r rst t 'd, t l re in-

i"lttiu of the u'omen Thev also knov that the

ctrbinet members pass the u'ord arourrd

u-o"g the women 6v rtotd of rnouth'
"' -If'there 

is clrought' we cul:se r'r'hoever

c 'aused i t .  I i  there is s ickness l rnd pcople ale

Juir ,n,  rny t 'abinet gt- 'es rruked in t l re rr iq l  r t

#' inl ' " . ' r r . -nds to-curse rvl tocv.r  Lrrought

ii. ;i ih"t" is sickness next door lin a neigh-

ir"ti"e 
""t"*unityl' 

I do somethingrvith mv

"obir.Zt 
to insure that sickness does not c'n-

i"t aitit,"*"' There are medicines rl'e make

at the entrance to the town' These are just a

i;;-;i;t cluties' I am the mother of the

,r , 'opl" .  you know- and I  l ravc lo i r tsule in

; ; ' ; ; t ' t  can t l rat  theY enjoY cont inucd

gotd t't"otttt and haPPiness"'

wolncn r.l'isher

village bc'ctrus

tlieir trtrcling.

thtrt the r'l'orn,

strtict justice,"
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Evcrv aclult {'emtrle trttending the lvornen's

;;;";t rvas entitlecl to spe.k on any or all .f

the issJes presentecl for discussion' trs long trs

she hacl soinething to saY thtrt the others con-

,i.l"r".l r,vortli listi:nilig to' As the lbos say "A

ctrse lbrbids llo one." Anv u'cltttan was lree to

In ltis atticle "The Political Institutittns"'

Konerrte Okonio cites-an intercieu; he con-

dactecl tuith'a neuh1 installecl Orn'u of

Obantkpa, a corrtnrunitA !\it 
is curren'tl't1

t" l inel ' r t  ret iue t rut l i t i " in l  I l 'o uahtes'

"Mv chi ld lsperrk ing 1o Okonjol ' . the Ob, i  is

t l re heird ol i l re 
'net ' .  

and I  urn the l tead ol

;ir; t;;;""' I ancl mv cabinet represent.the

womcn in anv important lown gather ings

"na 
a"t i t r " .ot ions.  

' i  
l  decis ions i r r r ived ai  are

such that the r'vomenfolk are to be told

abt-rut  thern.  I  get  a womdn lor lye,ogal  , to
souncl  l l re gorrg Icku'el  to assentble the

women. On less important occaslons' my

@ f-it" Aniong the Ibo Women of Nigeria
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"One can trlu'ays hear tlcn clismiss some of

the 'outrages' comrnitted by rvomen r'vith the

f io,,, 
"-' 

Obu U muns'ill )it]y" 
anyi'. ( It is the

i"oto",t rvho <llvn us) "'i \\'ornel defenc'led

therrrselves by invokirrg the porvel' ltlrd ̂ sanc-

titv of mothe ihoocl trntl the'it role as lood pro-

J.i"".t, CAlectiveh', says anthropologist Jack

Harris

cluring strikes, bovcotts' o-r sitting 
"on 

a

t','tor-t, il," wolnen u"tt't" the l'ole of Ibo

rvomtrnhood ancl [are], in ef-fuct' saviug:

"It is we women rvho give birth to men' lt

is lve r,vornen rvho f'eed them' Horv tlare

,vou clo an injustice to a woman"'12

The Women's Associations
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\Vorking hand in hancl r'vith the Wornen's

Cclrncil r,r'ere the interest grollPs or wonren's

associtrtions. Issues aff'ecting tlnly a slnall-sec-

tion of the fernerle population lvere not htrn-

cllecl by the General Assernbly' ercept iu

cases cri'e"treme alterc:rtiotrs amollg thc pelo-

ple involvecl or u'hen the council felt cotn-

pelle,d to intervene for the 
-peace 

of, the

'conirnunitv. Minor or inclividual problens

;;t; L,r"'dlecl rvithin severtrl established

wornetl's organizatiotrs, eirch of r'vhich played

u Jlit"r"r'tt n'ltr.l ,ul" in the cornrnunity There

rvere fbnr major grouPs: Ndi Lolo .(titled
rvornen), Otu tmuada itlauglrtets ot the lin-

eage), N,li'r-tyut,, (wives of the lineage)' ancl

U,nuagbc,gho or Umuegb-"d" (the young' un-

rrarriecl claughters of the lineage)'

"Title holding or Ichi ozo in Ibolancl rvas the

higtt"rt ,u"lui status a man or woman corrld

"iioi" 
through cliligence trnd harcl u'ork"'

1,,  1 s4,  I  i  1 i r t  t  t t  t I  I  I  t ,  t  : , ' t ' ic l  t  l '  . f '  t  t  t t t l  e r ' i l i : t 'ns t t  r ' t i '

tor , ' r t t r - t I  Lty | | t ,  Wott t ' ' t t "s Cttr t t t t ' i l  nt t t I  I I t r '

a a rirtt ts LD on Le t I"s tLs s t't oirLt icttts'

states Pro{'essor Ikenna Nziniro' "Ic}ri ozo ilr

effect tells the entire villrrge c'ornrlrrnity,that

an individual desen'es recognitiorr lrld Je-

sDect. " t'r Therefbre, titles r'"''ere nclntlanstelr-

,nbl" ur-t,l nonherecliterry' One hacl to earn it'

There were three major ways wom(ln

could obtain ar titlc. A village could pull its re-

sources together ancl confer a title on a

womal] in appreciation of the rvork she liad

perfbrmecl 
'ftr the community' Children

it.tfa ltestorv tr titlc on their n-rothcr to shor'v

their appreciation arnd love' Finalll" a pros-

o., ' . , , r \ io ' , 'ar r .  * i  th r  nur t ;  des<'t 'ndi tr  I  ts '  r ' . r r ld
'register and lcgitimize her slrccess by taking a

ini".: r,,f" hol.lit-tg rites of parssage rvere both

rigorous, expensrve nnd trrduot'ls""t' notes his-

;;i"" trlizabeth Isichei' The ritual involved'

;;;"g other things, paying a lrugc f'ec-' to tlie

Titled Women

@l i-tt" Among ther Ibo Wornen of Nigeria



rneilrbers of the club arrcl proricliug elaborate

;;;;;;;'""nt ancl fo"d to all .retnbers ot the

;;ii;g". t" the clay of thc cerelnonv' Thus',terv

',;;ii"".^,"re 
-iili'-tg 

to undertirke the task on

their own.---- l'\\'o,o"tt rvho took titles' either as a resrrlt

of cornrnunity or individual effclrt' were con-

;d"t;J pohtical and social elites"'t' says Nz-

irniro. They were consiclered leaders and

nin tt gr".,.espect When theyspoke' every-

i"Jt-rit,""",l. tlt" \\'olnen's leacler and me't'r-

i"tJ 
"if.r"t 

cabinet almost alrvals came tl'orn

;l* ;tt;;guishecl trssociertion' Women title

i;k1";; ;:re callecl Ndi Lolo To indicate

their achievement, they rvore 
-a 

speciril red

.. : ; ;  
" ' ; l  

lot 'a l l1 nr i rdt '  storre rrnklets t tnd rr ' ' t 'k-

i".l"t, 
^"a 

tilev catriecl a f'an "Titled rvornen

,t"r"'r""ognlzed anlwhere by their appetrr-

tulce,"t" notes one histclrian'

Daughtett of S" Li*tg"

The Otu Urnuada representecl the rnost por''u-

erful womell's grotlP in a lineage' consisttng ot

"ii-*^*t"a 
ilur.,ghi"tt of the lineage' Even

il";i'';;,.;iii"'ir Ibo s'ciety rvas patrilocal
(all claughters were expected to marry :ind

move tolhei r husband"s community)'-lvornen

,ttfi l"i"t""cl rights and respo.nsibilities in

their birth cornrnunities' As such' every lnar-

r't;Ibo tttman had tr'vo homes-one in her

".iif "n., "f 
f,rtrth, the other in her mtrrried com-

;.,,-'1;". Sit" 
"ltn"a 

her birth home regularly

frt*t"* gifts ancl'. sotretimes' infbnntrtion

from lier marriecl home' Thc Umuada had

special prerogatives by virtue of their rlual

l i . , ' , ' .s .  ExPlr t ins Nzinr i ro:

They r tc ' ted t ts diplonr l ts l retrvt 'en tht '

trvo cornmunities of relationship' as aill-

lrorro,lo.r; of good u'il l for their birth

cornululities, and, in times of cnses' :is

infollnants against their pltrces of mar-

riage. . . . The Urnuada's arllegiance rvere

,.I,-ttort allr'ays rvith their firthers' home:

Most uromen rvoulcl rirther clivorce tl'reir'

t-t.trtru"at and rettrrtr horne thern betray

iit" itt"t.,tts of their pltrce of birth'"

Strong nllegitrnce,to their 11u"",: 
of birth

mu.l" U tn.tacla 
-" 

residc-'nt outsi ders" in t hetr

f.,rrf-r""at home' But it girve'therr great influ-

""ri"i "",}t"rity 
u'ithinlheir natrrl hornes A

brother rvas not pern'iitted to get rnarriecl

tttif-", first inforining trnd receiving.the ap-

ororral of the Umuacla' The Utlradtl u'ere

ift" 
""fi"a.tpon 

to settle disputes rvithin the

Although lbo uon'rcrr' relor:utt: ttt tlrcir hrtsbottd"s

I tot t tc,  oJl ,  t ' t t t r t r r i t t '1t"  I I rey t 'LI t t in r ig l t t  
.s.ot t t l  - ,

,n r7 t n n'ribiliti es it't thei r t t ( tt ( il c o I I t n u t r it i c s I t tc s c

,ruirurn ore knt'turt tts the Ottr (Jn'tuodo' ctr

cloughters of the lineagt:'
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